traitist in Philadelphia that the local merchants took up a subscription to send him to Europe. In 1760, at the age of twenty-two, he reached Rome, the first American artist of any importance who is known to have studied abroad. West soon found himself in a terrible quandary. He had been taught in his provincial homeland that the art of the Old Masters would prove so great that he would imitate it without question: and his eyes told him that the pictures were indeed beautifully painted. Yet their subject matter-miracles and saints and apostles dressed like peers-shocked the emigre from a Protestant land. He concluded that the Old Masters had used their skill "to inflame bigotry, darken superstition, and stimulate the baser passions." The resulting conflict drove him temporarily into a nervous breakdown.
However, West's problem was not purely a personal one; there were other bourgeois Protestants in Rome, men from all the countries of Europe, who were struggling with the same confusion. Under the leadership of Johann Joachim Winckelmann, a famous critic who was the son of a German shoemaker, they worked out a method of using traditional techniques to serve their contemporary ends. But they put their theories only partly into practice. Thus it remained for West to paint, after he had moved on to London, the first canvas that was a complete expression of a type of neoclassicism that was to spring up all over Europe. Reflecting the Puritanism and the scientific interests of the new middle class, this style differed from earlier classical revivals by being more moral in subject matter, less sensuous in execution, and more accurate in its reconstruction of ancient times.
West's Agrippina with the Ashes of Germanicus depicted a scene from Tacitus that exem-Agrippina with the ashes of Germanicus by Benjamin WTest. In the Yale University Art Gallery plified republican family virtues. A popular hero had died in his country's cause; we see his wife sadly carrying his ashes along the quai at Brindisi while the mourning populace look on. The choice of a classical subject was not as strange as it might seem, for the eighteenthcentury republicans liked to identify themselves with ancient patriots; Washington was commonly compared to Cincinnatus. Grave, emphasizing intellectual forms rather than sensuous colors, composed like a classic low relief, Agrippina seemed a revelation of modern beauty to the citizens of London, and, once it had been engraved, to young radicals on the Continent. Indeed, such pictures were to become the official art of the French Revolution and Napoleon's empire. Jacques Louis David's Death of Socrates at the Museum restates similar stylistic themes, more expertly but at a later date. West was fundamentally cold, an intellectual citizen of the eighteenth century who, so his pupils tell us, could give a reason for every stroke his brush made. Copley's nature was more irrational and emotional. Dominated by his impulses, he never had the slightest idea why he painted the way he did. He added to West's formulas color, movement, excitement; and he also brought new subjects into the range of historical art.
On one hand, he brought it closer to home. West had in his news pictures always shown remote events, which the viewer could only visualize through the use of imagination, either his own or the painter's. But Copley depicted the fatal seizure of the elder Pitt in the House of Commons. Staged at a spot which Londoners passed every day, his Death of Chatham demonstrated that historical drama existed here and today. The picture thus stood at the headspring of another rivulet, which, as it flowed through the nineteenth century, was to turn into a torrent.
At the other extreme, Copley sought pure sensationalism. In his Brook Watson and the Shark, the original sketch for which is in the Museum, he painted a grisly happening merely because of the horror it invoked. Art historians have postulated that an engraving after his picture may have inspired the Frenchman Gericault to paint his famous Raft of the Medusa, which, although it postdates Watson by fortyfour years, is generally considered an important milestone in the development of romantic art. As a matter of fact, the American's picture, although almost half a century earlier, was in an important respect more advanced than the Frenchman's. Gericault recorded a historical event of great popular interest, but Copley's scene had no historical or news significance. That he considered the identity of the chief protagonist of little relevance to the effect of the picture is shown by the title under which it was exhibited at the Royal Academy: "A boy attacked by a shark, and rescued by some seamen in a boat; founded on fact which happened in the harbour of Havannah." We are asked to sympathize with a tragedy not because it involved a great man or a significant occasion, but because the victim was a human being like the rest of us. The aristocratic emphasis on eminent people has given away to an interest in the common man.
The American School had, at first, engaged not in visionary painting but in "romantic realism"; they had used imagination to recreate the more exciting aspects of normal experience. However, after West was forced by political considerations to abandon the contemporary scene, he succeeded in breaking down the traditional Protestant taboo on religious painting. When he persuaded George III to commission him to depict the progress of Revealed Religion, an important step was taken in the emancipation of British art. That the king permitted himself to be persuaded and that the prelates followed his lead without much grumbling reflected the increased strength of Protestantism. The Church of England felt confident enough to take a step that would once have been regarded as a dangerous concession to Rome.
West bulent, Rubenesesque pictures from being his very best, they showed that the aging man had not lost his ability to keep up with the most advanced contemporary taste.
When he was in his seventies, West met the greatest challenge of his career. The king went mad, West's royal commissions were canceled, and for the first time in forty years he was forced to turn to the public for support. In such huge biblical canvases as Christ Rejected, he returned to the calm solidity, the completely naturalistic illustration of his earlier work, and his pictures, although they showed much of the weakness of old age, swept England and Europe. He became, so Sir Thomas Lawrence wrote, England's "one popular painter." The pure, explicit, and innocuous productions of West's dotage struck a note that, for better or worse, was to be echoed and re-echoed down the nineteenth century, appearing in the woodcuts embellishing millions of Bibles as well as in the most admired canvases of mid-nineteenth century German art, which were signed with such once magical names-now happily almost forgotten-as Peter Cornelius.
More suited to modern taste as a religious painter was the last of West's important American pupils, Washington Allston. On the rich South Carolinian rice plantations of his parents he had, as a child, imbibed a fascination with the wild and marvelous from the colored slaves who filled his imagination with voodoo and jungle witches. A true romantic, Allston believed that in the search for truth logic was an The American School was in its own generation very famous and vastly influential all over the Western world; but today the ideas and pictures of those once so mighty artists are completely out of style. In judging the pictures, we must attempt to compensate for this change in point of view, remembering that the wheel of aesthetic fashion continues to turn in our own times as it has in the past, and that the moment will come when the taste of today will seem as misguided and peculiar as the taste of the eighteenth century to so many of our current critics. We must try to see the pictures in context. Benjamin West, the most famous and influential of the artists was the least successful aesthetically. His paintings are admirable less for what they are than for what they led to. Originality of thought and depth of artistic insight sometimes go hand in hand, but they need not do so. Indeed, in West's case we feel that the cerebral approach, the very intellectuality that made him so important an innovator, stood between him and the sensuous medium that is paint. His contribution was to state coldly and explicitly ideas into which later and greater artists breathed fire and beauty.
Copley, on the other hand, was so naturally gifted that it is impossible to judge what he might have achieved had he been exposed to the great art traditions of the Western world during his formative years. He was thirty-nine before he saw a single painting by a major artist. From one point of view, we may be grateful for the long delay in his European trip, for it enabled him to work out for himself the powerful, direct, and moving portrait style of his American years; yet it is possible that his decades of isolation kept him from being one of the world's few truly great creators, a real rival of his transcendant contemporary Goya. Even as a middle-aged man, Copley proved so sensitive to the lessons of the Old Masters that the pictures to which he applied his new discoveries are brilliant, strong, and beautiful. Certainly they rank with the very best paintings to come out of late eighteenth-century England.
Allston's talent, although genuine, was less robust. The beauty of the world opened to him most fully before the sun of maturity shone really warm. Like many another lyric poet, he passed through his greatest flowering in the springtime of life, before he was thirty. Yet the fragile blossoms of his early years have their authentic fragrance, their haunting beauty.
True child of utilitarian and bourgeois America, Stuart was less interested in painting than in people. He did not regard a man as raw material for a picture, but thought of a picture as an opportunity to show a man. Although in London he was driven by competition to create decorative portraits which show considerable brilliance, he was basically a painter of heads, one of the most narrow specialists in the history of art. In his specialty, he was marvelously skillful.
Surveying as a whole the American School in London, we see that they both gained and lost by their colonial origin. Stemming from a region where social evolution was the most advanced in the world, they came naturally by advanced aesthetic conceptions. They found it easier to apply these ideas because they had no deep-seated artistic traditions to unlearn, no inbred conservatism to keep them from trying to record what they saw and thought. Yet, although they succeeded amazingly in absorbing new techniques when they were already mature men, their work could not help showing a lack of richness, reflecting the thin aesthetic soil in which their first, most basic roots had grown. The American artists who worked in late eighteenth-and early nineteenth-century London were not among the greatest painters of all time, yet they played an important role on the stage of aesthetic history, and left behind them pictures whose quality contributes a minor yet valid richness to the storehouses of Western art.
